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      Don’t come at me over the S and Z, this book is written in British English.
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      A sensible demon will spin you a line that goes something like: I need you to know, I started out as a good person. It’s how they lure you in, you see. How they manipulate frail hearts and sweet minds.

      I did, though… start out as a good person, I mean…

      It’s what happened next that ruined me.
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        Aeons ago, or maybe right now?

      

      

      Angels are supposed to be divine.

      That’s what the mortals think, and there are certain connotations, implications and presumptions that come with that.

      Unfortunately, it is also what the demons assumed.

      We have disappointed everyone.

      Yet, angels are not gods, and as much as we are born with celestial blood flowing in our veins, we hold mortal hearts—metaphorically speaking, of course.

      I rather think it unfair that these assumptions have been placed on us. We’re all spinning on this universal plane trying to do our best. I certainly was.

      Am?

      It’s confusing.

      Everything is jumbled now, but I want to explain. I need to, so that you understand that what happens next is for the best.

      Some angels are born good—innately birthed to bestow light and love and creativity, and some are born of destruction.

      And once in a celestial blue moon, you’ll find twins.

      Such a fascinating phenomenon, twins. Theoretically identical, but so often they manifest in such tragically different ways.

      I was a twin.

      I was supposed to be the good one and truly, I thought I was. Either the gods have forsaken me, or my twin is far, far more dangerous than I realised.

      I know what they say about me—that I wanted to rule the underworld, that I caused massacres and killed thousands.

      It’s not true.

      It wasn’t.

      Maybe it still isn’t.

      Or, at least, I don’t think it is. It’s all bewildering now. Jumbled and messy.

      If I tell you my story, maybe you’ll understand. Maybe you’ll see the truth.

      Someone’s lying to you.

      Someone is lying to all of us.
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        Three Hundred and Sixty-Five Days Left

      

      

      Last birthdays are meant to be filled with equal parts wrinkled people weathered by decades of friendship, and disinterested youths three generations down from your tired-ass genetics.

      They are not meant to be in your twenty-ninth year, with a libido raging hard enough to euthanise an entire necromantic nunnery.

      But here I am.

      And here it is: My last birthday.

      I scrunch the rejection letter up and get up from my kitchen table—I don’t have time to sulk. I guess that’s me fucked, then. This intake was my last opportunity to get into Finis Academy for a chance of saving my soul.

      So that’s it.

      One year left.

      I fling the parchment in the bin and kick the canister for good measure. I don’t get why I was rejected—again. I mean, my role as a reaper isn’t exactly seen as the pinnacle of respectable. But I’m fucking good at my job, plus there are enough reapers at the academy. The only thing I can come up with is that Ignatius is blocking me—like stealing my soul wasn’t enough.

      I’m not giving up, though; I’ll find another way to break my contract. If for no other reason than to spite my bitch of an ex who put me in this position.

      I grab my keys, shrug my leather jacket on and pick up my motorbike helmet. If I don’t leave now, I’ll be late for the rave. Some of the other reapers are dragging me to this pop-up club to celebrate even though that’s the last thing I feel like doing.

      I lock the house. It’s crisp tonight and the night air slides off my skin like silk on glass. My street, like many Ora streets, split in opposites. One side is bright stone, gilded frames and turrets framing the skies, the other degrading buildings, chipped charcoal brick, greying windows and festering plants—like the city still can’t decide if it belongs to angels or devils.

      Nights like this are deceptive. They pretend, like summer wants to surrender to the first caress of autumn. The weight of reddening leaves makes the winds shiver and tremble. But I know better. All nights like this are filled with is trouble.

      I sling a leg over my bike. It’s sleek and black, the cog-addled engine roaring like mid-winter storms. The wheels are thick and grip the road when I take the bends a little too hard. It’s built for racing, not cruising. Just the way I like it.

      It’s my first and last love, especially now I’ve written off women. Once you’ve been betrayed the way I have, you don’t go back. I run my fingers down my equally sleek black helmet as a moth catches my eye. It wafts in the lamplight, fluttering like secrets in the breeze.

      I squint at it, checking to see if it is actually a moth, or something I’d rather avoid. Its wings dance around my head: a soft caress of pink and hint of yellow.

      “Shit,” I groan. Definitely something I want to avoid. “Not tonight, arsehole,” I shout at the moth like Ignatius can hear me. “Come on, Ignatius. It’s my birthday, for fuck’s sake.”

      Why is it always the fucking entropy moths and never the Architect’s? I wish just once I’d get a moth that could create possibility instead of taking it away.

      I swipe at the air, batting the entropy moth away, only to recoil— idiot. I replace my hand with my keys and lash out. I should know better than to touch them unless I want to wreck my evening. I slap it, and the moth plummets towards the ground, a wing crumpling against the keys. I press my lips together, smirking. I should feel bad. It’s not the insect’s fault.

      But also, I am not working on my birthday. My last birthday, let us not forget.

      I pick my helmet up off my tank as the moth surges up, fluttering like its miraculous little life depends on it. I chuck the helmet through the air, hoping it squashes the moth in its tracks. But the devious little cunt swerves out of the way.

      “Motherfucker.” I swing my head, ducking its attack, and shove my helmet on, twist the ignition and flick the kickstand up. I rev the throttle as a swarm of the bastards appear at the end of my drive.

      “Oh, hell no.” I click my visor down and push off, the bike engine growling like the simmering rage of a starved wraith. I surge through the swarm, smug as fuck that I’ve managed to avoid picking up any work—until I realise my mistake.

      I covered my head, but in my haste, I forgot to put my gloves on. My heart thuds hard, one loud beat as I spot one of the ashkissing dustfuckers landing on my knuckle.

      I swear its antennae bristle—laughing at me. My teeth grit, I keep one hand on the brake, the bike balanced between my thighs and lift my other off the throttle, carefully balancing so I can slam it down and kill the moth before it can contract me.

      I yank my hand up, but the bastard sinks its proboscis into my skin.

      Fuck.

      I squeeze the brakes hard, the back wheel swerves, kicking out. The sting of the bite pulses through my hand as I skid off the road into a rickety as fuck street. The pavement is worse for wear, another victim of the angels leaving no doubt. My feet slide across the ground, I dig my heels in and pin the bike between my thighs right as my vision whites out and the scents of day-old coffee, broiling flesh and stale tobacco hit me.

      “Gods dammit, Ignatius,” I groan.

      When my sight clears, it’s the entropy moth’s mind I’m in. Ignatius’s face shimmers into focus. By all accounts, he’s handsome. His bones are chiselled in a way that screams model. He has eyes dark enough to haunt a serial killer’s dreams. I think it’s the lightly speckled salt-and-pepper hair shorn short on the sides and longer on top that softens him. Gives him the kind of ‘fuck-me-daddy’ vibes I’d sell an organ to own.

      Though I swear I saw my first grey the other day. Makes sense with how dark my hair is, I’m bound to be fully grey by thirty-five—or I would be if I wasn’t going to be reaped before then.

      Ignatius must be at Finis Academy because he’s wearing a dark suit with their crest emblazoned on it. He’s the dean there, which is probably why I’ve been rejected so many times. Too selfish to let his reaper do anything other than work her ass off.

      “Trying to avoid work, Midnight?” he drawls. His voice is deep and husky, like molten charcoal. If I had a lick of interest in men, he might be appealing.

      “What do you want? I think I deserve a night off, all things considered.”

      I’m bolshy with him—actually, I’m bolshy with everyone. But it’s dangerous with Ignatius. If I cross the line and piss him off rather than amuse him, it won’t end well for me. As long as I stick on the side of funny, he’ll tolerate it, which is saying something given I’ve never seen him tolerate diddly-squat from anyone else.

      He smiles, his jet black eyes glittering with the kind of mischief reserved for demons and heroes. Of which he is both.

      Forty years ago, he killed the biggest threat this city has ever seen: Architecti. Meaning, I’m not the only one in his debt. Ora City is, too.

      I can’t lie; he did a good thing.

      Architecti was a bad bitch. A fallen angel. There are a million rumours about why she fell. Some say she was kicked out of the celestial realm for trying to usurp the hierarchy. Some think it was her desire to take over the underworld. Others say it was a sibling fight. No one knows the truth because the angels all up and fucked off out of our realm when Ignatius killed her.

      Most—though not all—of Ora City hate Architecti. As for me, I have a quiet respect for a woman who sees what she wants and goes after it.

      Those who want her back tend to be the loudest—protesting and rioting and using far-fetched necromantic resurrection techniques, none of which have worked, thankfully. Much as I respect a bitch, I don’t think I want a homicidal angel running around Ora City.

      But back to the demons. They objected to an angel—fallen or otherwise—taking over their realm.

      I mean, fair, right?

      Unfortunately for us mere mortals, Ora City was caught in the middle. We’re a gateway, so when they went to war, we were royally fucked. Massacre upon massacre of humans, demons and anyone else stupid enough to have gotten in the way.

      Ignatius saved Ora by killing Architecti, and thirty years later, the same heroic motherfucker doomed me.

      “Don’t be dramatic. It’s just another birthday,” Ignatius says, his figure drifting in and out of focus as the entropy moth struggles to hold both of us in its mind.

      “It’s not though, is it? It’s my last one, unless you’re opting out of our deal?”

      He huffs out an indignant laugh.

      It was worth a shot. I’m shit out of ideas now I’ve been rejected from Finis.

      His grin widens, all white teeth and gums. His teeth are the only imperfect thing about him. A slight crook in his front teeth that only seems to make him more charming. I have to suppress an eye-roll. To me, he’s about as charming as a healthy dose of necrotising fasciitis.

      He pouts his lips in one smug jerk. “Oh, that’s right. Almost time. How is Aurelia getting on?”

      My mouth pinches. The prick knows damn well Aurelia and I broke up six weeks after I made the deal with him—almost a decade ago—and frankly, I’d rather reap my own soul than ever have to see her again. Ironic really, considering I’ll probably have to do just that in three hundred and sixty-four days.

      I take a deep breath, praying to the seven devils that he either reaps me now or hurries the fuck up with whatever it is he needs me to do. “Seeing as we’re both agreed that my time is limited, are you going to tell me what you want, or do I need to pillage the moth’s mind instead?”

      He picks something off his jacket. “Just a small job. Be a good girl and reap someone for me before you attend your celebration. He’ll be at the rave.”

      My nostrils flare, be a good girl?

      I’m about to shove my mental scythe up his actual arse when he vanishes and the entropy moth’s mind trembles and settles back into its normal mode of communication. It shows me a series of possibilities—all of them closed off. Paths and fates that are no more thanks to the deal the human made with Ignatius. Scene after scene ripples and swirls, curving through my mind like smoke and shadow.

      Reason ten million not to make a deal with a demon. You might think you’re getting what you want, but all a contract does is rewrite your fate. Seal off a lot of possible futures and paths that were once open to you.

      Awful really.

      A sick sort of twist.

      In order to give you what you want, the devil takes everything else.

      That’s how the moths are created. They’re the manifestations of closed-off futures. Meaning I can see the soul that Ignatius needs collecting and all the lives they could have lived. And Ignatius, having contracted the poor fool, can communicate with me through those dead futures.

      A vision of a young man washes through my mind. He’s skinny and short and holds a wistful gaze that screams yearning.

      I bet it was love.

      A slide show of possibilities rapid fires through my consciousness. Dancing, kissing, fucking.

      Yeah.

      He definitely sold his soul for love. Rookie error. Ask me how I know.

      As the vision fades, I let out a deep sigh.

      The moth’s proboscis pings out of my knuckle. It twitches, fluttering its wings, staring at me. I hold its gaze. That same smug twitch of its antennae shivers through its beady black eyes.

      I slam my fist down. It crumbles, bursting into a puff of dust.

      Cruel?

      Maybe.

      But I hate those things.

      I flick the entropy residue off my hand and start the bike.
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        * * *

      

      Do you know what I hate more than entropy moths? Puny ashkissers that beg.

      Fighting? That I can respect. I’ll go down fighting when my time comes too. I think that’s why Ignatius likes me; I don’t pander to him like everyone else.

      But begging? Pathetic—unless it’s in the bedroom, of course. A pretty bit of meat begging Daddy to stop making her come? Mmm. That I can get down with.

      The rave is tucked in an abandoned graveyard behind a derelict building. Even though it’s hidden from sight, there’s no mistaking it’s there. The air is filled with the constant beat of music, the faint hint of sweat and alcohol.

      Alas, before I can join the fun, I have to deal with this grinner.

      A dribble of piss leaks down the guy’s trousers, and all I can do is wrinkle my nose.

      “Please, I just need more time,” he whines.

      I scruff his shirt tighter, shove him against the building wall. “You know who loves begging?”

      He trembles, his head shaking from side to side.

      “The wraiths. You should try begging in hell. I’m sure that will help.”

      He lets out a sob. “I just wanted to be loved.”

      “We all just want something. How do you think I got in this position?”

      His eyes harden, he spits on the ground. “Gravetether.”

      I tilt my head at him. “If you think insulting me is going to win you any favours, it won’t. It’s only going to get you sent to the underworld faster.”

      “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. Please, give me more time. I’ll do anything.” He grips my shoulders, giving them a pleading squeeze. Grinning at me, no doubt the same way he did to Ignatius.

      “I’ll pay,” he squeaks.

      “Sorry, mate. We’re all pawns in this city. Are you Thaddeus Crowhurst, contractee to Ignatius Corvine?”

      His bottom lip trembles as he nods confirmation. Tears spill over his lids. He gives me the most puppy-dog expression you’ve ever seen. Demons, give me strength. Why do they always have to make it hard? Like any of this is on me?

      He made the fucking deal, and the guilt trip makes me feel like shit. It’s not like I want to do this.

      I figure I can give him another minute. “Out of interest, what was the d—” I ask.

      “The love of my life. I wanted her to notice me.”

      I knew it. I shake my head. “Did she?”

      He shrugs, a few tears spilling out. “For a while.”

      “Yeah, it’s never long enough. Never works out the way you want. It’s why we shouldn’t fuck with fate.”

      “Hindsight,” he sniffs.

      Couldn’t agree more.

      “Do you have any last words?” I ask.

      He sobs again. Falls to his knees, almost taking me down with him. I’m growing tired of this. He kisses my boots, screaming and pleading. Honestly, if a hot woman kissed my boots, I’d be wet right now, but this is vile.

      I shuck him off. “Stop it. You’re embarrassing yourself. Death comes for us all, eventually.”

      “But not like this. Please, not like this.”

      I unclasp my scythe. Some of the reapers I know choose enormous weapons, I prefer the handheld blade. This one is special, too. I stole it from Ignatius. The bone-white edge catches the moonlight in whorls like stardust. It’s always been beautiful; it’s why I took it.

      It’s more intimate and personal to stare into the eyes of a lost one before you rip their soul from their body, so I force myself to lock onto his.

      May I never forget.

      May I never judge.

      For one day, it will be my eyes, and Ignatius looking into them as he reaps my soul.

      What’s odd is that reaping this many souls should resign me to my fate—and trust me, I’ve reaped enough of them to believe in fate. And still, I won’t give up. If anything, having taken so many souls is pushing me to fight harder. I don’t want to share these mortals’ fates. I refuse to accept that a year from now I’ll have to stare down eternal darkness at the hands of Ignatius.

      I pick Thaddeus up by the collar and read him his final rites. “Whisper your last truth and I’ll carry it to the dark with me.”

      His mouth quivers, like his lips are trying to find the words buried in the evening air. I bring the scythe to his neck.

      “It wasn’t worth it. Love. Not this way. It never felt real. I think a part of her always knew. Our love entropied, and I sold my damn soul for nothing.”

      I nod, understanding in that bone-deep way only someone who made the same mistake as you can.

      Selling my soul wasn’t worth it either.

      “Thaddeus Crowhurst, all debts must be paid, in silence or soul. May the weight of your choices carry you gently down. The gods forgot you, the demons won’t. Rest now. Omnia mors aequat. Death renders all equal.”

      I slide the scythe through his neck, tensing and pushing hard when I hit his soul spine. It has to sever the cord, or I won’t remove his whole soul, and that is not a fate I’d wish on anyone.

      I shove hard. His mouth opens, a silent scream whispering into the air. His eyes widen and dull, his body growing heavy in my arms.

      The scythe slips out the other side of his neck and I drop him to the ground. I wipe the blade on my trousers. Not that there’s anything there. The blade doesn’t cut skin, it only cuts soul. But habits are hard to break, and all blades need cleaning, whether it’s from blood, brains or a beautiful soul. I glance down at him, all crumpled and piss covered. He seems small.

      Poor bastard.

      Death isn’t kind to anyone, least of all the grinners.

      A white cat appears, all fluffy and orange eyed. It’s cute, though the scornful sneer it’s giving me is not. I kneel down to stroke it. It purrs and rubs around my legs, its head butting my hands for harder chin tickles. It’s pure white, like a ghost, save for a single black blemish over one paw, like a sock.

      “You’re a sweet thing,” I say.

      And then it bites me.

      I yelp, but it just headbutts me again, demanding more strokes.

      Strange creatures, cats. I get up and walk away, I don’t have time for strays. When tonight is over, I’ll have three hundred and sixty-four days to avoid the same fate as Thaddeus.
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      I’ve been summoned like a common contractee. I might be bound to my father, but that does not behove him to summon me like the rest of his grinners.

      It’s insulting.

      Before I push open the door to his office, I steady the clenching in my gut. There is nothing I dread more than alone time with my father.

      The door opens and I find him perched on a desk talking to Professor Thessaly Grimwood who is, in a word, gentle. Her blue eyes are round and smiley, even when she’s cross with a student. Her curves are soft and full, even her hair falls in loose waves around her face. And yet, get her in a classroom and she’s vicious. A professor who demands excellence at all times. But what do you expect? She’s the most respected Eytomancer in a couple of centuries, so the faculty claim.

      As I step into the room, she hardens. Those bright blue eyes shift to frigid. Her jaw ticks as she lowers her voice.

      “We cannot afford anymore budget cuts, Ignatius. See reason, for demon’s sake.” She lowers her voice.

      Father reaches forward, clasping his hands over hers. “Professor Grimwood. I understand your reservations, but it’s imperative that we bolster the Veil. Chancellor Arcadius will make an announcement tomorrow. But I’m approaching the subject leaders I have good relationships with to give them a heads-up.”

      She flushes. “I appreciate that, but how do you expect me to continue teaching without a resources budget? Let alone a budget to provide complex linguistic defence? Students need necromantic spells. I can teach the necro languages, but I am no expert in spell defence.”

      Father’s face radiates enough warmth that my teeth clench, and my chest burns. It’s rare he displays that kind of warmth towards me.

      I crave it.

      What girl doesn’t want her father’s love? I don’t have a mother. I was always going to be a daddy’s girl.

      He chuckles, a summery rumble that billows from his chest like a bouquet of blossoms. “Why Professor Grimwood? Because you’re the best. It’s rare I’ve seen such creativity in the classroom. Your last fifteen cohorts of students have all received outstanding grades. You constantly innovate in order to push the standards. I hardly think a little snip cut of ten percent on the budget lines is going to do anything more than cause a bothersome afternoon for a professor of your standing.”

      Grimwood’s hard stare liquifies, settling into an abashed smile. Once again, Father’s charm penetrates right where he wants it.

      Grimwood stands straighter. “I’ll make it work. But I implore you not to make any further cuts.”

      Father squeezes her hand and gives it a gentle tap. “I hear you, and thank you, Professor Grimwood. It’s appreciated, especially under these difficult circumstances.”

      She withdraws from his grasp and makes her way out, giving me a polite nod, her smile turning stiff as she does.

      Father’s office is old. Brown leather books fill the shelved walls. The glow of library-dim orange warms the space. Two Chesterfield armchairs, cracked and worn from the weight of study, nestle in the corners. If it weren’t for the wall filled with plaques and honours my father has received over the years, it would be as unassuming as any other academy reading room.

      Father’s rigid, his skin pulling taut across his cheeks. All the affection he showed for Thessaly a moment ago has vanished. He wears the strain in his shoulders like a freshly commissioned soldier. He’s all charm and confidence for Grimwood, but I know the truth.

      “Good evening, Professor Corvine,” he says.

      “So formal, Father.” I mock curtsey, which makes his lip flicker.

      “Indeed. Congratulations are in order. I’m giving you what you wanted.”

      “You’re freeing me from my birth contract?”

      He rolls his eyes.

      As well as saving the city from that wretched fallen angel, Architecti, he saved me from, well, being dead, I guess. Unfortunately for me, I’ve been paying for that graciousness ever since.

      His mouth pinches. “As my daughter, how could you possibly think you’ll ever be free of me? That’s not how parenting works. I gave you everything. I raised you singlehandedly⁠—”

      Demons above. How is it I’m forty years of age, and still made to feel like a nine-year-old burden? I won’t be pandering to him today.

      “I’m aware. I owe you my life, etc, etc.” I waft a disinterested hand in his direction.

      He stands and looms over me. He’s trying to intimidate me. But I stand my ground. My father hates disobedience, free thought, and independence. He’s a controlling man. It’s how he got to where he is. You can’t blame him, really. He’s done a lot of good. Saved the damn city. He’s just not the most affectionate or loving of fathers if he’s not getting his way.

      His neck vein pulses. When will I learn? Poking him only leads to loss—for me.

      “Do I detect insolence?” he snarls, peering down at me. His hot breath trickles down on me. That’s close enough.

      I shove him back.

      A searing heat floods through the palm of my hand. I grit my teeth against the pain and curse the day he saved me. I hate that he has this power over me.

      I can’t hurt him or threaten him. Apparently, it’s part and parcel of the magic in the contract he created to save me.

      Which was highly illegal, I should point out. No under eighteens are allowed to be contracted, and yet, here we are. A vile abuse of power that saved my damn life, so I’m stuck with it. What’s the alternative?

      Death?

      “No, Father. You detect a tired, middled-aged woman with several contracts lessons to prepare for the new term, an investigation into a fraudulent agreement, apparently impending wraith attacks, if I read the subtext of your conversation with Grimwood, and above all, a need for a large glass of wine and a good dance.”

      He perches on the edge of the table, folds his arms and beams. “You’re being appointed Head of House Inferos.”

      My mouth falls open. “I did not ask for that.”

      “Of course you did.”

      “No,” I say firmly. “I most definitely did not. That is a considerable amount more responsibility. I have several research projects I’m heading up. I don’t have time to babysit new students. Let alone move across campus into House Inferos.”

      “It is not babysitting, and it’s an honoured position. Professor Dregan retired rather suddenly. His wife was taken ill. They decided to leave the city and spend her last months together in peace. We’re maxed out on staffing in other areas and we’re in a state of constant vigilance with the Veil thinning, so I volunteered you. Besides, you’re always saying you would like more seniority at the Academy. Therefore, you’re welcome.”

      You’re welcome? How dare he. My contracts research is vital to gaining funding for the Academy.

      “No,” I say, pouring as much authority into my voice as I can and standing a little straighter. Sticking up for myself against him has never been my strong suit. Not when it usually leads to weeks of cold shoulder and silence.

      A single crease forms between his brows. He laughs once, short and sharp and runs his hand through his greying hair. “Would you like to try that again?”

      I shrug. “I said no. I’m not going to roll over and take on more responsibility that will detract from my research.”

      His expression darkens, pupils pooling to hollow wells. “You will do as I say. I won’t have you embarrass me.”

      I step towards the door, done with this conversation. I have one ace up my sleeve, a secret of his I unearthed. He flashes to anger every time I use it, but it is ruthlessly effective at getting him to back off. Not least because if I were to spill the truth, it would bring down everything he’s built.

      “You’re not listening t—” I start.

      He leaves his perch on the table and draws near. I shuffle away until I hit the door frame. He grips my chin and pulls my face up to his.

      It hurts.

      He holds me tight enough to show he’s in control. But not so hard he’ll leave bruises. Because, of course, that wouldn’t look good to Chancellor Arcadius, academic faculty, or any of the other devils.

      “I have already told the Chancellor you’d be happy to take the appointment. You will do this because it is good for both our reputations. Can you imagine? A dean and Head of House Inferos in our family?”

      “You’re already the city hero, remember,” I say, dragging out my last word, making sure he understands the implication—that he remembers the secret I carry. “What more do you need, Father?” I hold his gaze, the threat clear.

      He hesitates, huffs and drops my chin. “It’s easy to win a city. Staying on top is much harder. Don’t you see how good this would be for us? Just think—my daughter, Head of House Inferos.”

      He’s lost, his eyes glazing as he thinks of a future I want no part of. He doesn’t give a fuck what I want. I could plead all day, and he wouldn’t hear me. Either he’s ignoring my thinly veiled threat, or he’s intentionally pretending not to understand.

      My stomach heats, chest simmering with the kind of rage that could ignite a revolution. I swallow it down.

      If I lash out, I’m the one that will end up injured. But occasionally, I can subvert the contract.

      My hands plunge for his wrists. My nails dig into his flesh, deeper and deeper.

      “I said, no. Or would you prefer me to remind the city just how much of a hero you are?” I snarl the words, savouring the way his skin swells; resisting, fighting, slicing. The delicious sensation of my nails sinking into his pulpy flesh throbs in my fingertips.

      It is one glorious millisecond of triumph.

      Then it crashes around me. The sting of tears wells in my lids, the sensation in my fingers turns hot and searing, as though I’m having my nails ripped from their beds.

      I endure the agony knowing he is also suffering. How dare he take my choice away, again.

      I dig harder.

      Harder.

      My nose heats, a blunt burn high in my cavities. Something runs down my nostril, splattering on the floor.

      Blood.

      Father’s eyes glimmer. “Who is the city going to believe? A bitter young demon or a devil and hero to the city? The only person getting hurt here is you.” His voice is caramel and coal. Smarmy, sleek and full of the smug knowledge that he’s won.

      There are days when I hate him more than life itself. When I’d rather carve my chest open and tear my crystalline heart from between my ribs and shatter it just to be free of him.

      Hell, there would be no better vengeance than falling for a mortal and losing all my demonic power to them and ruining our family’s reputation.

      And then there are days like today where reality settles and I cave to him, again.

      He softens, that charm and charisma brightening his expression. He draws a gentle thumb under my nose and wipes the blood away.

      “My bright, beautiful daughter, you are magnificent. This might be an inconvenience, but you are so capable. I just want to see you soar.” He beams, genuine pride moulding his features into the same father I remember as a young girl.

      The one who would clap and cheer every time I’d bring him a scroll with gobbledygook words written on it, proclaiming I’d made another deal. Who still, to this day, has the first one I scrawled as a toddler framed above his desk.

      The room shudders, the plaques on the walls tremble so violently that one of the lower ones drops to the floor and shatters.

      I release him.

      His eyes dart this way and that as if he’s expecting someone to be there.

      “Tremors?” I whisper.

      He nods, his eyes wide.

      “How bad is it?”

      He rubs at his thumb, his shoulders sagging. “I am concerned. Tomorrow, Arcadius is going to announce some changes, and the fact that we’re anticipating Veil tears throughout this academic year… It is… not good.”

      I press my lips together. If he’s worried, then things must be much worse than the faculty are saying. Father shakes himself off and brushes down his shirt.

      “Fine, I’ll do it,” I say.

      “There, was that so hard?” he says. “You’ll make a fantastic Head of House Inferos. I expect you to show your gratitude by doing the role justice.”

      He bends to plant a kiss on my forehead. “I love you, Lucy, I hope you recognise that. Everything I do is for your benefit. I want you to understand that I make a lot of sacrifices for us. Even now, when you’re a fully grown demon. I do it to keep us safe and prospering.”

      He leaves me in his office.

      I have never felt more alone. More disconnected. He’s been there my entire life, and yet, not.

      He’s a façade.

      A mask of a parent.

      When it pleases him, he’ll show others how good he is as a father. But there’s more to parenting than ensuring I’m fed, watered, and educated. I hate that I want his love. I hate that I crave being told I’ve done well or made him proud. I want to gouge this yearning need for validation from my ribs because all the while I need it, I am not free.

      I will never be free.

      I know this, and yet I can’t break away. It’s a strange thing to love a parent who behaves like they hate you. There’s a part of him—deep down—that loves me. Or at least a part of him thinks he does. But he can’t see past his own selfish needs.

      It’s fucked up. But what else can I do? I have no other parent, no other family.

      My chin aches from the press of his fingers. I rub my jaw and pick up the fallen frame.

      My fingers skim over the words; it’s signed by Professor Dregan. I wonder if his wife is okay. I can’t imagine having spent aeons with the same person only to have them die.

      Omnia mors aequat, death renders all equal.

      Death is an oddity. We’re here studying every facet of it, a few are even able to control some elements of it, and still, there comes a point where none of us can avoid it, not even the archdevil himself. Not forever. And yet, if we are all honest, that is exactly what we are here to do.

      Avoid it.

      Control it.

      Tame it.

      Make it our own.

      Irrespective of whether you’re mortal, demonic or somewhere in between, we all obsess over death here.

      It makes me wonder whether it’s really the mortals or us demons who are most afraid of death. We evade it for so long, live these luxuriously long lives that no one can take away, and yet, like every mortal I’ve encountered, it’s never enough.

      We crave more.

      I make a mental note to seek out the professor when he’s back from his trip and hope that I get a chance to say goodbye to Mrs Dregan. She was a real sweetie. She always interrupted his classes to bring him sandwiches and cookies from home. It was adorable.

      I pop the frame back on the wall and make my way out of the tower. I need that wine and dance, and rumour has it there’s a pop-up rave in an old graveyard in the city.

      I rush across the campus, its grey, gloomy mist lingering around every corner. Even at the height of midday, fog often crawls along the campus’s cobbled streets and clings to the buildings like a cloak. But tonight, it’s a pale, globulous shroud. Even the ivy seems to tremble at what lurks in the dingy white cloud.

      I find a carriage at the campus entrance. “Take me to Lendon’s Cemetery across town,” I say and lean against the seat, grateful that despite this afternoon’s horrendous events, the night is not lost. I intend to drink myself into oblivion, and if I’m lucky, perhaps I’ll find a woman, or better yet, a masc dom who wants to play.
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      I make my way through the building and enter the graveyard. It’s brighter than I expected. Enormous flood lights showering the cemetery with strobing colours and patterns.

      The DJ booth is at one end with a bar to the left. I head there, grab a drink and scan the dance area, looking for anyone I recognise. My drink is bitter and cool, the ice clinking against the glass.

      I spot Darwin, another reaper I hang out with, and make my way over to him.

      He raises his beer to me. “Cheers, birthday girl.”

      “Thanks, Darwin,” I say, tipping my glass at him and taking another sip. He has a hideous cut on his cheekbone. I wonder how he got it.

      Unlike me, he has two years left. Which means he stands straighter and surer than me. The weight of his end isn’t as heavy as mine. We all carry it, though. Wear the reality of our ticking clock like a cloak. Strange that most mortals are able to live in blissful ignorance despite the inevitability of their impending end.

      I’ve always wondered how they do it. Is it because they have no certainty? Perhaps, rather than let the doubt eat away at their sanity, they stay in denial about death. What else can they do when none of them know whether the end is today, tonight or thirty years from now?

      But reapers know.

      Our clock is an incessant beat. A reverberation too quiet for humans. It hums through our veins like a second heart. A persistent threat, a constant reminder of the choice we made.

      Ten years.

      Five.

      One.

      A few more of the reapers I hang with appear, but each one of them has more years than me. And now I can’t think of anything worse than celebrating. Who wants to be reminded that there’s one day less remaining?

      Robin, another reaper, flings an arm around my shoulder. “Happy birthday, chump,” she says, squeezing my shoulder and plonking a kiss on my cheek.

      We fucked once.

      Or tried. We rapidly realised we weren’t compatible in the bedroom, each as dominant as the other, and way better off as friends.

      I smile and hug her back, and then she’s prancing off with a group of girls. She has six years left. I’d bet she barely feels the weight of her clock.

      Reapers need each other. No one else understands the relentlessness of the job and the fact we appreciate every day in a way that normal humans don’t.

      There’s something about that collective limitation that glues a group together.

      “Nasty gash on your cheek,” I say to Darwin.

      He nods, “The grinner’s wife wasn’t too pleased to see me. But what was I going to do?”

      Ah. I get it. That’s the other thing that unites us—the hate from fellow humans.

      It makes sense. We’re reaping the very souls of our people. What humanity forgets is that we will have ours taken one day, too. After all, Omnia mors aequat—death renders all equal.

      He drags me towards the dance floor, and I go reluctantly. We hop over long-since abandoned graves and avoid those dug for the dead that were never used. Hardly the safest not to have filled them in before the rave.

      The music cranks up a notch, and as is the way with raves—or at least the raves I attend—the clothes lessen. Bodies grind up against each other too close and too rhythmically to be just dancing.

      The hours drift by. As we pass 1 a.m., the bar is drunk half dry, people fuck openly over gravestones, on the grass, in seats, leaning against fences, and I thoroughly enjoy the view.

      I soon forget that it’s my birthday until the gods drop a gift on my lap in the form of a stunning black-haired woman striding towards the bar. Her long, dark locks flow down past her shoulders. It’s straight, with the slight hint of a wave. She turns and I catch flame-red streaks framing her face.

      Fuck me.

      She is both the most angelic and sinful being I’ve ever laid eyes upon.

      My mind heads straight for the filth, envisioning her on all fours beneath me. Those red locks wrapped around my fist.

      My pussy tightens.

      I throw the thought away. I should wait until I know her name before I objectify her, it’s only polite…

      And yet, it is my birthday, and I won’t get another one to treat myself.

      She catches me looking at her. I smile to myself as her eyes roll down my body, very definitely checking me out.

      Minx.

      Her tongue glides along her lip.

      Yeah, she thinks I’m hot.

      Game on.

      I slide my gaze away—on purpose. Women are playthings to me. Aurelia saw to that. Broke me hard enough I won’t commit to more than a night. What’s the point when I only have a year of them left?

      I shift position and join a group of reapers, making sure I can see my dark-haired seductress over the shoulder of one of the lads. She’s a little older than me, maybe a decade? Possibly more. Her skin has that indulgent look of a woman whose youth refused to leave. But her golden eyes carry something else—weight, I think.

      It surprises me that she maintains such a serene exterior when it’s clear she’s carrying a heavy burden of secrets.

      She is fucking radiant even against the beaming floodlights. A tailored jacket clings to her curves, it’s black with faint filigree patterns embroidered in matching black threads. It screams elite, wealth and academia. I’ll bet she’s from Finis. She sports tight black trousers that hug her arse cheeks in a way that makes me ravenous.

      I adjust my stance, my boxers soaked now at the sight of her, or more at the spiralling need of what I’d like to do to her.

      She doesn’t seem to give a fuck if anyone stares at her. Hell, half the men and women dancing are throwing her glances, and she knows it.

      I want to talk to her. But as I’m about to head over, another conversation seeps into my consciousness.

      “Sorry?” I say, unable to comprehend what I’m hearing. I blink at Darwin, my face suddenly hot and stinging.

      He grins at me. “Yeah. I got in. I can’t believe it. I’m thrilled.”

      Inside, I’m kicking myself for not being able to paste on my best poker face. My expression falls, hard. On the one hand, I’m pleased for him, obviously. Who wouldn’t be? It’s a great achievement. But I am also deeply, deeply, fucking pissed. How is it he gets into Finis, and I don’t? What is it about Darwin that makes him better suited?

      I’ve reaped more souls, I’m a better reaper and the demon—nay, devil now—I made my deal with is the fucking dean. You don’t get a lot more senior than that.

      I swear I do my best to put as much happiness into the words as I can. “That’s brilliant, mate, really chuffed for you. You all packed, then?”

      I fear my smile didn’t reach my eyes, though, because he falters. My failure to get in isn’t on him. But let’s be real, there’s only so much happiness you can shit out when you have to watch your friends achieve the thing you’ve been striving for… for nine years. Shoot me for being a pathetic, bitter mortal.

      I need a distraction. Where’s the hot woman in the jacket? Still by the bar. Mmm. She is a way better option. I can shag my pain away rather than doing something reckless.

      I hold my hand out to shake Darwin’s, trying to push warmth into my grip. I clasp a second over the top of our shake and squeeze gently. “Good for you, man.”

      His eyes soften. Oh gods, don’t do it, do not fucking pity me.

      “I’m so so—” he starts.

      I pull my hand out of his grasp.

      He rubs his jaw, concentrating on where his toe kicks fresh grave soil.

      “Tonight isn’t about me. We should be celebrating your birthday.”

      I take a step towards the bar. “I think you’ve got something bigger to celebrate. Besides, there’s always another birthday.”

      That hangs in the air between us, because of course, there isn’t another.

      Not for me, anyway.

      His mouth opens and closes, but just like my future, there’s nothing but silence and air.

      “Goodnight, Darwin. And good luck, my friend. May you become the greatest Veilwalker that ever lived.”

      I give him a soft smile, and head for the bar. He must watch me leave because my spine is hot the entire way.

      I park myself right next to the hot woman.

      She cocks her head to look at me, her lips twitching.

      “If you’re going to spend the night checking a lady out, you could at least buy her a drink,” she says.

      She has sass. I wonder if she’s a brat, too. Nothing like taming one. She puts her hand on her hip like she’s expecting me to buy her a drink.

      I run a hand through my short hair. “And what if it’s my birthday? Shouldn’t you be buying me a drink? Don’t pretend you weren’t checking me out.”

      She flags the barman down and orders. “A Palimpsest, please.”

      “A Palimpsest? What’s that, bitter maturity and historical trauma…?” I wink at her just to see how she’ll react.

      Her lips purse. I’ve got to her already, and that knowledge does things to me. My insides light up, the first swirl of heat settling between my thighs. Those golden irises fire up, sass, fight and a little rage fuelling her.

      She is magnificent.

      “It’s refined, actually. The orange bitters and bourbon mixed with the walnut liquor evoke the depth of the Great Library, and the kind of warmth age-old family recipes bring.”

      “Age-old is right—it’s the same drink my grandad used to drink. Helped him on his way to the grave, too.” I raise an eyebrow at her.

      “Oh, and let me guess, a young thing like yourself is ordering what?”

      The barman returns and slides the Palimpsest to her.

      “Moonless Black, please,” I say.

      She outright rolls her eyes at me. “I might be middle-aged, but at least I’m not a cliché. And there I was thinking you were the refined kind of masc. A dom even…”

      There’s the opening. Oh, I am going to break her. Looks like this evening is perking right up.

      “Bold of you to assume,” I say and snatch her tumbler out of her grasp and take a sip. Her lips part, surprise coursing through her refined features.

      Good, she strikes me as the type of woman that needs to be kept on her toes.

      The bourbon hits first. A heated burn slips down my throat, but it’s a nutty orange lingering on my tongue that makes it sumptuous.

      She was right. It tastes like old books and aeons of knowledge. Warm fires and family dinners. Gods damn.

      “Not so cocky now, are you?” She grins.

      Oh, that’s it.

      I step into her personal space. She doesn’t move, another hint of brat? Or perhaps she’s a switch. What’s clear is that she’s sussing me out as much as I am her. I position us with her back to the bar, resting against it.

      I press my body to hers, leaning against the bar for balance and knock my thigh between hers. I push up until I hit her warm centre and hold with just enough pressure on her pussy that she inhales.

      “You have no idea how cocky I can be. Now, why don’t you be a good girl and tell me your name.”

      This close, I inhale her scent. It’s deep and exotic, like oud and amber and a little hint of rose.

      Behind her, the barman places my drink down, so I take the opportunity to lean forward, my lips millimetres from hers, brushing against her jaw.

      She sucks in a breath, her body trembling with want. It takes a monumental amount of self-control not to lose it and fuck her against the bar.

      Her chest heaves up and down, heat radiating off her. “L-Lucy.”

      Fuck, I love getting under the skin of a woman. I jerk back, pulling my thigh away and giving her some breathing room. Her cheeks are tinged pink, her lips flushed. She secures a streak of red behind her ear as she sips her drink. She’s not trembling anymore, but her knuckles are white as she grips the glass.

      I bring my Moonless Black up, but to my surprise, she snatches it out of my hand and takes a drink herself, mimicking my earlier move.

      I gawp at her. It’s not often a woman surprises me. She swirls the liquid in the glass before taking a sniff, followed by a gulp.

      She lingers for a moment, contemplating the rich flavours. Black rum, a dash of cold brew coffee and a squirt of lime mixed with activated charcoal. Oh, and a sprinkle of anise to garnish. Perfection.

      She swallows and hands it back. “Stale, slightly bitter and tastes childish. A bit like your moves.”

      My eyes bug wide. She uses two fingers to slide my mouth closed, places a kiss on my lips and fucks off to the dance floor.

      What.

      The.

      Fuck.

      I stare after her, watching her arse swing from side to side as she disappears into the crowd.

      Oh no, oh hell no. I would genuinely reap a newborn for a night with that woman.

      Just so I could break her, mind.

      “This is hers,” the barman says, handing me a glass of wine.

      I grin. “What a shame. Guess I’ll have to go find her.”
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      I left my wine at the bar hoping she’d take the bait. She does. Her energy beelines for me as I move to a secluded corner of the graveyard. Less people here, but no quieter. The rave music still blares bass and rhythm at visceral levels.

      I duck under some overgrown trees. There are a couple of graves and one hole that was never filled to dodge, but it’s hidden enough that several couples and groups of people are fucking here. Alongside an array of others quite obviously sniffing a cocktail of drugs.

      Not the most refined of raves I’ve been to, but what did I expect? The woman slips under the overhanging branches and makes her way over to me.

      “Smooth, getting me to carry your drink over here for you,” she says, holding out my glass.

      I reach for it, but she snatches it away and guzzles the lot before handing me the empty glass.

      “The name is Midnight, in case you were interested.”

      “I wasn’t. Unless you’re here to help me drink or fuck my way into oblivion.”

      She tilts her head, not even trying to hide the fact she’s mentally undressing me. She hands me her original drink, which I take out of spite and swallow in one go. It sears down my throat, and I have to suppress the urge to vomit it back up.

      “Well, Lucy, I guess it’s your lucky night. Those happened to be my exact plans.”

      “Convenient,” I say, as disinterested as I can make it. Though I am far from it. Midnight wears tight leather trousers; I’d put money on her being a biker.

      Gods, I bet she can do all sorts of things with leather. The thought makes me cross my legs as my clit decides to misbehave, pulsing in erratic beats between my thighs.

      A hand scythe hangs from her hip. Interesting. A reaper, perhaps? Her bright blue eyes pop against tanned brown skin. And the more I look, the more I settle on the fact she has to be a reaper. A weight lurks beneath her expression. It lives in the quiet curve of her smile and the tension in her shoulders. She’s going to die, and she recognises it in a way most humans don’t.

      Her hair is dark, shorn on the sides, long and floppy on top. What I would give to sit on those full lips and grind an orgasm out.

      The thought makes me swallow.

      “Where did you go, baby girl?” she says, her fingers guiding my chin back to her.

      “Somewhere sordid, you wouldn’t like it,” I say, unable to hide the smirk. I’m not a brat, though I have my moments. I much prefer the release of letting go, letting someone control me. I spend every day in charge, making decisions, lecturing my classes. Sometimes, I just need to let go. Especially on a day like today. That’s why I came here: a drink, a dance, and hopefully an orgasm.

      Midnight leans into my ear, warmth radiates off her and trickles down my neck, straight to my nipples, which harden instantly. The scent of vetiver and grapefruit drift on the air. It’s fresh, intoxicating and makes me want to sink my teeth into her flesh.

      “I think you should tell Daddy every single sordid thought that ran through that beautiful head of yours,” she says.

      Daddy?

      A bolt of excitement shoots straight to my clit.

      A gasp escapes. I’ve never called anyone Daddy, never thought that was a kink I’d have or want.
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DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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